While historians have long acknowledged the textual and rhetorical aspects of their sources, the genre of the soldier memoir is still discussed mainly in terms of its psychological or factual veracity, and there is lack of understanding of how memories are reconfigured when passed through the interpretive medium of narrative. In this paper we present a discussion of the structure and functions of narrative in three German World War II soldier memoirs: Willy Peter Reese´s Mir selber seltsam fremd (1944/2004), Gottlob Herbert Biedermann´s Krim-Kurland mit der 132. -Division 1941-Division -45 (1964, and Edgar Klaus´s Durch die Hölle des Krieges (1991). Written at various distances from the war, these memoirs represent successive stages of coming to terms with the horrors and crimes of the Eastern Front. However, as we argue, this work of memory is mediated by narrative, and the plotting and narrative sequencing of the soldier memoir often tell a story that runs counter to the author´s stated views. A narrative approach is therefore indispensable for understanding the specific way in which soldier memoirs capture and communicate the experience of war.
Introduction
The disciplinary location of the war memoir as a genre is an ambiguous and contentious issue. On the one hand, Literary Studies has developed an extensive range of methodologies for understanding the rhetorical and narrative structures of autobiographical writing (Renza; Butler) , but has normally disregarded the war memoir due to this genre's alleged lack of aesthetic and literary merit. On the other hand, historians have long taken a strong interest in war memoirs as a means of exploring what John Keegan refers to as the "face of battle" -the experience of armed conflict from the perspective of individual combatants (Keegan; Harari; Hewitson; Winter) . Yet, even though historians today rarely regard the war memoir simply as a transparent medium for historical facts, there is still a lack of understanding of how wartime experiences are reconfigured when sifted through the interpretive lens of memory and memoir writing. In this sense, and in the specific context of the war memoir, the two disciplines have a real need for one another, with the former providing the textual understanding, the latter the historical horizon.
In this paper we propose to look at the war memoir as a narrative interpretation of experience. With a distinction prevalent in German post-Kantian philosophy, the war memoir uses narrative to transform lived experience ( Erlebnis ) into symbolically mediated experience ( Erfahrung ). This is a complex process that involves a number of operations: establishing stable and psychologically understandable characters; imposing a temporal structure that sets apart singular 'events' from the everyday routines; creating causal sequences and plots; and crafting affective economy governing the emotional response of individuals to the potentially traumatising experience of war. Moreover, this process of narrative interpretation has a distinct political dimension, perhaps particularly evident in German war memoirs, which involves interconnected representations of friends and enemies as well as specific strategies for managing questions of guilt and responsibility. However, it is important to note that the war memoir is not simply a matter of manipulation and deflection of responsibility (even though it is sometimes exactly that), but it involves a narrative attempt to understand, represent, and communicate the experience of war.
In this paper, we discuss three war memoirs by German soldiers in World War II: Willy Peter
Reese's Mir selber seltsam Fremd (2000), Gottlob Herbert Bidermann's Krim Kurland mit der 132. Infanterie-Division 1941 -1945 (1964 , and Edgar Klaus's Durch die Hölle des Krieges (1991) .
Each of these memoirs is set on the Eastern Front and gives voice to a similar ambivalence towards this monstrously violent campaign. However, the three writers differ markedly in terms of the narrative strategies they employ to make sense of their experiences and communicate them to an audience consisting mostly of uncomprehending civilians. The focal point of our analyses is war as a social experience. As we argue, each of the three memoirists struggle with these social interactions and use narrative as a means of reinstating order and meaningfulness in a social world fraught with complexity.
Lost in the Russian Snow
In the context of German war memoirs, the time of the writing is crucial, and not just for the purpose of assessing whether the author is recording events more or less as they happen, or rather, at a distance and with the benefit of historical and moral hindsight. fellowship of soldiers sharing the hardships and traumas of war, yet never singles out an individual person who somehow touches him in a meaningful way. In fact, Reese's insistent use of the pronoun "we", which anchors the narrative in an imagined brotherhood or community of fate, seems to conceal a deep sense of loneliness where other soldiers are fellow travellers rather than genuine friends -a stark contrast, not only to the countless memoirs that extol frontline comradeship, but also to the official Wehrmacht emphasis on camaraderie as essential to troop cohesion (Fritz 157) . In fact, when discussing this topic explicitly, Reese represents the interaction between soldiers as characterised by indifference, competition, and bullying: "Comrades -I had none […] . This disappointed me deeply, but I too became hard" (Reese 63 ).
An event occurring in the region of Rzhev in late 1942 brings out this sense of alienation with great clarity. Reese's company is transferred to a threatened sector of the front, yet Reese himself is left behind to guard the bunker. Thus, the author spends several weeks alone in the midst of the Russian winter, living the life of a "hermit". This in itself is described as an existential experience where the noise of war is replaced with an "inner quietude" as the author occupies himself with the "images and dreams" of his own mind (Reese 121). However, this existential dimension is further heightened when one day the routine is broken and Reese ventures out into a snowstorm, seemingly with the intention of finding the nearby field kitchen. The author quickly loses his bearings in the snowy landscape and is forced to seek refuge in a shot-up tank, severely beset, not just by the cold and the darkness, but also by exhaustion and anxiety. Only when the snowstorm eases is he able to find his way back to the bunker by following a telephone line on the ground.
The next morning he finds himself snowed in and has to be dug out by his -as always in this memoir, nameless and de-individualised -comrades who coincidentally have come to visit.
This paraphrase does not do justice to Reese's detailed and highly poeticised descriptions of the landscape. Our point, however, is that his encounter with the featureless wintry landscape does not simply serve a descriptive interest, but that it is singled out as an individual dramatic episode because it supports a higher-level narrative of personal development and growth. In Reese's memoir, the Russian landscape is generally recast as a phantasmagorical setting where the individual is faced with existential threats that will either kill him or lead to greater personal maturity. The outside world is seen throughout this memoir as deeply unreal, at the same time Moreover, Reese has little to say about the war or the Nazi ideology of conquest, and even the most appalling atrocities are related dispassionately and without passing judgment (74). What is important to the author is the individual, and the experience of war is interpreted throughout as an existential drama of disillusionment and growth. Thus, being lost in the Russian winter changes
Reese, removing him further from his pre-war life while making him more adapted to the hardships and agonies of the Eastern Front:
The Fairy-tale forest stood there peacefully, the hill was white, the firs disguised in white overcoats, the bunkers and trenches white, and no footprints in the virgin snow. Still, the demons of this landscape haunted me, filling the soul with an icy silence and a fatalism that allowed me to suffer everything like the grass and the trees. But perhaps these demons did theirs to adjust inner life to fate so that humans would bear the inhumanity of it all (Reese 124 vivid and neutral way. It is easy to debunk this approach as a fiction of authenticity, yet the analysis we are proposing does not simply aim at catching Bidermann in an act of "bad faith". Rather, we endeavour to show how this memoir narrativises the author's wartime experiences, not only as a means of creating interest and heightening suspense, but also as a means of understanding -as an interpretive framework that overlays the chaos of lived experience with casual and normative patterns.
Like autobiographical writing in general, war memoirs typically adopt a dynamic temporal structure alternating between recurring events and routines and singular occurrences. These two tempi, which structuralist narratology refers to as the iterative and the singular mode, are interrelated: The iterative mode conveys the generalities of life at the front, offering opportunities for detailed description, explanations and reflection. Conversely, the singular mode ruptures the flow of everyday existence and often epitomises experiences and value judgments that are fundamental to the memoirs as a whole . In spite of its would-be documentary character,
Bidermann's work is a case in point, moving back and forth between operational-level accounts of the war and individual, dramatised events featuring himself and his comrades as protagonists.
These short interpolated narratives are crucial, not simply because they create suspense, but above all because they are used to impose a specific narrative interpretation upon events and thereby validate a particular understanding of the war and Bidermann's own role in it.
The scene chosen for the purpose of this discussion is an example of failed interaction between Bidermann's account of fraternisation and betrayal may well be based on actual events, and it might even be accurate, even though this would be hard to verify. However, our point is that this narrative episode serves within the context of the memoir to preface and support a wide-ranging interpretation of the Russian campaign on a whole. According to Bidermann, the Soviet civilians originally harboured no enmity against the Germans, but were gradually turned against them by Stalinist propaganda (Bidermann 42) . The author admits that there were instances of what he, using an extreme euphemism, calls "unsuitable actions" against the Jews from the German side, and that this further alienated the civilian population (Bidermann 43) . However, in a manner characteristic of Germany's selective memory in the first Postwar decades, these "unsuitable actions" are not attributed to the soldiers of the Wehrmacht , who are seen as essentially free of blame, but to the " Goldfasanen ", that is, the Nazi leadership whose occupation policies were "entirely inappropriate for a permanent pacification of the conquered territories to the rear" (Bidermann 43 " (141) . The father in particular, a successful dentist, is described with evident filial admiration as a decent and morally upright man who always saw the good in other people and never prejudiced anyone on account of social position. Klaus's mother and father instilled a strong sense of morality in their children, carefully instructing them on the difference between "right and wrong", "duties and prohibitions", "the straight and the crooked path" as well as "good and bad". The constant aim was to raise them to be "upright and uninhibited persons who were able to deal with all the difficulties of life" (141).
Prisoner of War
This resilience turns out to be much needed in the Interwar period when the family is repeatedly met with adversity. Experiencing at first hand the chaos and revolutionary upheavals in the immediate aftermath of the First World War, Klaus later has to contend with national homelessness and discrimination when his native Sudetenland is ceded to Czechoslovakia under the terms of the Versailles Treaty. As a second blow, Klaus's father dies as a result of medical malpractice. His mother first entrusts the dentist clinic to his young assistant, who soon after betrays the family's trust by setting up an independent, competing practice nearby. When trying to find a replacement for him, she is defrauded of a small fortune by a con-man.
While this autobiographical narrative no doubt offers an accurate account of the Klaus family's misfortunes, it is at the same time emblematic of a certain self-image of the German bourgeoisie.
Traceable back to the rise of the Bürgertum in the seventeenth century, this representation casts the bourgeois as an island of decency and duty in a world of corruption and threatening chaos.
Strict abidance by universal moral precepts is seen here as key, not simply to personal happiness and righteousness, but also to social order. Read in this light, Klaus's childhood memories go a long way towards explaining his otherwise enigmatic behaviour in the camp. Thus, his aggression against the Russian woman seems rooted in a principled, almost Kantian aversion to theft regardless of the circumstances. Similarly, his refusal to join the anti-fascist movement is motivated by a sense of duty and loyalty rather than any residual support for Hitler's ideological crusade.
Needless to say, this moral intransigence comes at a great personal cost.
[sic] -a journal of literature, culture and literary translation and his henchmen have remained "decent", that they have retained a strong sense of loyalty and duty, and, with breathtaking disingenuousness, that they have abstained from stealing the property of the Jews they have murdered (Himmler) . In a more general sense, it was not least a carefully perverted version of the bourgeois code of conduct that allowed the Nazis to sustain the war effort long after the war had effectively been lost. Key in this regard was a sense of beleaguered decency, an authoritarian emphasis on duty and obedience, and the injunction to "endure" ( durchhalten ) in the face of extreme adversity (Mitscherlich 21; .
In reading the memoir in this way, our aim is not to smear the author or discredit his serious attempt to deal with Germany's guilt. Rather, we want to highlight a layer in the text that supplements and puts into perspective Klaus's stated interpretations of his wartime experiences. The three examples we have discussed in this article ultimately concern different social encounters and interactions in the context of the Eastern Front. Thus, Reese focuses on existential experiences of isolation and solitary exposure while reducing the idea of a fellowship of soldiers to an empty pronoun, the constantly evoked "we". Bidermann tells a more conventional story of frontline camaraderie and failed fraternisation with enemy civilians. Finally, Klaus's memoir analyses the prison camp as a social milieu, highlighting both the solidarity among the German prisoners and their conflicts with the Russian guards. By representing the Russian campaign from a subjective viewpoint, these memoirs are of significant historical interest and are able to further our understanding of this conflict in several ways. Thus, among other things, they offer crucial insights into how views on Hitler and Nazism changed in the course of the war, how soldiers developed strategies for coping with trauma and stress, and how the style of remembering varies markedly with the authors' distance to the events. Leaving politics and grand strategy aside, these memoirs bear witness to the experience of war from the limited, yet irreducible viewpoint of the individual combatant -and have been read as such (see e.g. Fritzsche 274). However, as we have shown, the war memoir is not a transparent medium for the communication of memories and experiences, and in many cases it is necessary to go beyond the layer of explicit commentary to come to grips with the exact nature of the author's account of the war. For this reason, we have argued for the historiographical relevance of narrative analysis. Only by examining the narrative structure of the text are we able to see how Reese, in the manner of the apolitical German bourgeois, transforms the war into an existential experience at the level of the individual; how Bidermann uses an interpolated scene of peaceful fraternisation to shore up and legitimise his whitewashing of the Wehrmacht ; and how Klaus uses flashbacks to his childhood and youth as a means of asserting his moral superiority in a setting perceived as anarchic and corrupt. In each case, narrative analysis brings out an otherwise concealed dimension of the text, which complicates or even contradicts the author's stated views on the war.
Far from being synonymous with fiction, a narrative should be seen as a general mode of information processing and interpretation at work both in fictional literature and in a range of other contexts. The fact that soldier memoirs are narrative constructs does not lessen their claim to subjective truth or reduce their validity as historical sources; in the absence of an absolutely neutral 
